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• As an integral part of so many people’s navigation of 
daily life, the power and influence of search 
companies are immense; yet, there is little public 
accountability. Given search engines’ ubiquity, 
essential functions, and the perception that they are 
a public service, the profit model of selling user data 
raises unique ethical concerns associated with the 
widespread use of search engines, such as 
personalized “filter bubbles” of targeted information.
• Our research identifies guiding ethical theories of 
how internet search should work in democratic 
societies. In doing so, we examine what makes 
search engines so influential, what are the stakes 
associated with their governance, what ethical 
theories may apply, and how should these ethics be 
applied through formal or informal controls.
Disclosive Search Ethics:
Illuminating the Gatekeepers of
Knowledge
Results
• Greater transparency in some form is likely the 
cornerstone for efforts to identify implicit bias 
and discrimination, hold companies accountable 
and enforce the law, and give users greater 
choice and control over their data and 
experience.
• Accountability through transparency, 
ethical designs, or back-end output testing is 
necessary to preserve our society’s values in an 
age dominated by digital technology.
• The potential of new technological developments to 
alter the grounds of these ethical questions could 
outpace attempts at policy and regulation. Trends in 
the expansion of blockchain technology demonstrate 
increasing  decentralization that could reshape the 
nature of online interactions and attempts to control 
them. 
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Research design
• We argue that search engines present unique 
concerns that should be evaluated 
using fundamental democratic moral values, 
and that current governance approaches are 
insufficient to address these concerns.
• We apply a disclosive computer ethics model to 
internet search, by exposing the ethical 
concerns associated search engines, evaluating 
those concerns against principles of justice, 
freedom, privacy, and democracy, then 
considering how ethical theories could be 
applied through laws and regulation, societal 
norms, market forces, and technological 
architecture.
• Public and private partnerships are necessary to 
address misinformation campaigns that leave 
society vulnerable to manipulation from both 
domestic and international actors. A robust and 
unified response must also address the ethical 
concerns around censorship, surveillance, justice, 
and freedom.
• Search engine companies have become the 
gatekeepers of knowledge, yet innovations in 
search have outpaced public understanding of 
these technologies and the significant social 
implications and ethical concerns that arise from 
their use.
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The Next Steps
The "So What"
